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Postal sorting proc ss including recov ry of rrors in r ading cod s affixed 
to the mail it ms 

The invention pertains to a postal sorting process according to which mail items 
are sorted by machine in first sorting offices so as to compile ordered batches of 
mail items each corresponding to a certain zone of distribution of the mail items of 
the relevant batch, and in which said batches of mail items originating from 
various first sorting offices and corresponding to one and the same distribution 
zone are processed by machine in a second sorting office so as to compile one or 
more mailman's rounds, a machine-readable sort code indicative of a distribution 
address being affixed to each mail item during sorting in one of said first sorting 
offices with a view to being used during the processing of this mail item in the 

second sorting office. 

The invention applies most particularly to postal sorting in handling 
sorting offices and subsequently in distribution sorting offices. The machine- 
readable sort code which is affixed to each mail item during the handling sorting 
phase is a matrix code, for example a bar code. In the distribution sorting phase 
where the mailman's rounds are prepared, errors in reading the distribution codes 
affixed to the mail items may be fairly frequent. These errors may be due to poor 
printing of the code on the mail item or to poor presentation of the mail item in 
front of the code reader. These reading errors penalize the performance of the 
distribution sorting machines and the object of the invention is to remedy this 
drawback. 

To this end, the subject of the invention is a postal sorting process 
according to which mail items are sorted by machine in first sorting offices so as 
to compile ordered batches of mail items each corresponding to a certain zone of 
distribution of the mail items of the relevant batch, and in which said batches of 
mail items originating from various first sorting offices and corresponding to one 
and the same distribution zone are processed by machine in a second sorting 
office so as to compile one or more mailmans rounds, a machine-readable sort 
code indicative of a distribution address being affixed to each mail item during 
sorting in one of said first sorting offices with a view to being used during the 
processing of this mail it m in the s cond sorting office, characterized in that it 
furthermore consists in compiling in said first sorting offices, ordered lists of said 
codes which are representativ of the order of the mail items in said batches of 
mail items; in transferring said lists of codes from the first sorting offices to the 
second sorting office; and during th processing of th batches of mail it ms in 
the second sorting office, in comparing th codes read by machin on the mail 
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items with the codes extracted from said lists of codes with a vi w to recovering 
errors in reading said codes by machine. 

The invention helps to improve considerably the effectiveness of the 
handling sorting and distribution sorting phases. The process according to the 
invention can easily be implemented if the lists of codes are transferred from the 
first sorting offices (the handling sorting offices) to the second sorting office (a 
distribution sorting office) by way of a computerized telecommunication network. 
This implementation may be effected on an existing pool of sorting machines 
without it being necessary to modify the organization of the successive sorting 
operations in the handling sorting offices and in the distribution sorting offices. 

An exemplary implementation of the postal sorting process according 
to the invention is described hereinafter and illustrated in the drawings. 

Figure 1 very diagrammatically illustrates a first handling sorting 
phase in two handling sorting offices. 

Figure 2 very diagrammatically illustrates a second distribution sorting 
phase in a distribution sorting office. 

Figure 3 illustrates the comparing of the codes read by machine on 
the mail items and the codes extracted from the lists of codes. 

A postal procedure for sorting mail therefore breaks down into several 
successive sorting phases performed initially in first regional sorting offices, so- 
called handling sorting offices, then subsequently in second regional sorting 
offices, so-called distribution sorting offices. Each sorting office has sorting 
machines which enable it to process the mail posted in the region assigned to it. 

In a handling sorting office, sorting consists in separating the mail 
items received into various batches of mail items, the mail items making up a 
batch of mail items being intended to be distributed in a certain geographical 
zone. The definition of handling sorting, that is to say the grouping into batches as 
a function of distribution zones, is the same in all the handling sorting offices. In 
Figure 1, this handling sorting phase has been illustrated in two handling sorting 
offices CTA1 and CTA2. In each handling sorting office, mail items A in a stack 
are loaded into a sorting machine illustrated by a block, respectively 1 and 2. The 
machine 1 of the office CTA1 compiles various batches of mail items indicated by 
L11, L12 and L13 each corresponding to a certain distribution zone of th mail 
items of the relevant batch. The machine 2 of the office CTA2 also compiles 
various batches of mail items indicated by L21, L22 and L23 also ach 
corresponding to a certain postal distribution zon . It is of course understood that 
Figure 1 only illustrates a small number of batch s which in reality ar much more 
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num rous on exiting each sorting machine. Each batch of mail items is packed 
into a box so as to be easily transported to a distribution sorting office. 

As illustrated in Figure 1, each sorting machine 1, 2 respectively, 
comprises a device 11, respectively 21, for reading and analyzing the postal 
distribution address of each mail item A processed by the machine and a device 
12, respectively 22, for printing a sort code on each mail item which is machine- 
readable and which is indicative of the postal distribution address of this mail item 
which has been read by the device 11, respectively 21. This code makes it 
possible to speed up the subsequent sorting operations earned out on the coded 
mail items. This code is conventionally a bar code which directly identifies the 
destination of the mail item or else constitutes a unique identifier of the mail item 
which serves to retrieve the destination of the mail item from a database. 

It is of course understood that the devices 11 and 12 of the sorting 
machine 1 and the devices 21 and 22 of the sorting machine 2 are organized 
around a microcomputer (or a similar electronic control unit) which governs the 
sorting procedure in the sorting machine to which it is assigned. Each 
microcomputer governing the sorting procedure in a sorting machine such as 1 or 
2 is able to compile for each batch of mail items compiled by the sorting machine, 
an ordered list of sort codes which is representative of the order of the mail items 
in the relevant batch of mail items. In Figure 1, C11, C12 and C13 respectively 
designate the lists of codes compiled by the sorting machine 1 in respect of 
batches L11, L12 and L13 in the sorting office CTA1. Likewise, C21, C22 and 
C23 respectively designate the lists of codes compiled by the sorting machine 2 in 
respect of batches L21, L22 and L23 in the sorting office CTA2. These lists of 
codes are in practice electronic files which can be transferred by way of a 
computerized telecommunication network from the handling sorting office where 
they have been compiled to one or more distribution sorting offices, doing so in 
parallel with the transporting of the boxes of mail items. 

To simplify the description of the process according to the invention, 
the batches L11 and L21 compiled respectively in the handling sorting offices 
CTA1 and CTA2 will be regarded as corresponding to one and the same 
distribution zon . 

Figure 2 illustrates a distribution sorting phase which is earned out in a 
distribution sorting office CTD to which the batches of mail items L11 and 121 
have been transferred tog ther with the corresponding lists of codes C11 and 
C21. In this sorting office CTD, the batches of mail items L1 1 and L21 are merged 
and loaded into a sorting machine illustrated by the block 3 which, in on or more 
passes, compiles one or more mailman's rounds indicated by T1, T2, T3. The 
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sorting machine 3 comprises a reader 31 of the sort codes affixed to the mail 
items, for example a bar code reader, this making it possible to speed up the 
sorting procedure. In practice, the mail items A constituting the batches L1 1 and 
L21 are stacked and serialized before each traveling past the reader 31 so as to 
be sorted. Although the operations for destacking and for placing the mail in the 
boxes are usually manual, one can regard the order of destacking of the mail 
items A in the sorting machine 3 as generally being identical to the order in which 
the mail items have been stored in a box originating from a handling sorting office. 
The sorting procedure of the sorting machine 3 is also governed by a 
microcomputer or similar which is able to compare the codes obtained by the 
reader 31 on the mail items A with the codes extracted from the fists of codes C1 1 
and C1 2 so as to recover reader 31 reading errors. 

More particularly in Figure 3, this entails comparing a current 
sequence S of codes read by the reader 31 during the destacking of the mail 
items with a sequence of the same depth in the lists of codes supplied to the 
sorting machine 3, here C11 and C12, so as to identify at 10 in one of these fists 
of codes, the sequence of codes which corresponds to the current sequence of 
codes which is obtained by the reader 31. Thus, when a code affixed to a mail 
item cannot be read off by the reader 31 from this mail item, as indicated by the 
code ?, for example because this code is poorly printed or because the mail item 
is not properly presented in front of the reader, the code sequence identified in 
one of the lists of codes, in the exemplary case the list C21, is used to 
automatically deduce by association for example (code ? = code D) at 20 the 
value of the code which could not be read by the reader 31. The depth of the 
code sequences compared must be sufficient to avoid erroneous corrections. A 
depth of more than three mail items may typically be used. It is however limited by 
the time available between the instant at which the code of a mail item is read by 
the reader 31 and the instant at which this mail item is routed to a sorting 
receptacle. 
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CLAIMS 



1 . A postal sorting process according to which mail items (A) are sorted 
by machine (1, 2) in first sorting offices (CTA1, CTA2) so as to compile ordered 
batches of mail items (L11-L23) each corresponding to a certain zone of 
distribution of the mail items of the relevant batch, and in which said batches of 
mail items originating from various first sorting offices and corresponding to one 
and the same distribution zone (L11, L21) are processed by machine in a second 
sorting office (CTD) so as to compile one or more mailman's rounds (T1, T2, T3), 
a machine-readable sort code indicative of a distribution address being affixed to 
each mail item during sorting in one of said first sorting offices with a view to being 
used during the processing of this mail item in the second sorting office, 
characterized in that it furthermore consists in compiling in said first sorting offices, 
ordered lists (C1 1-C23) of said codes which are representative of the order of the 
mail items in said batches of mail items; in transferring said lists of codes from the 
first sorting offices to the second sorting office; and during the processing of the 
batches of mail items in the second sorting office, in comparing (10) the codes 
read by machine on the mail items with the codes extracted from said lists of 
codes with a view to recovering errors in reading said codes by machine. 

2. The process according to claim 1, in which said lists of codes are 
transferred from the first sorting offices to the second sorting office by way of a 
telecommunication network. 
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□ contained in the international application in written form. 

□ filed together with the international application in computer readable form. . ..... 

□ furnished subsequently to this Authority in written form. 

□ furnished subsequently to this Authority in computer readable form. 

□ The statement that the subsequently furnished written sequence listing does not go beyond the disclosure in 
the international application as filed has been furnished. 

□ The statement that the information recorded in computer'readable form is identical to the written sequence 
listing has been furnished. 

4. The amendments have resulted in the cancellation of: 



Claims, No.: 



1,2 



as originally filed 



Drawings, sheets: 



1/2-2/2 



as originally filed 



□ the description, pages: 

□ the claims, Nos.: 
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□ the drawings, 



sheets: 



5. □ This report has been established as if (some of) the amendments had not been made, since they have been 
considered to go beyond the disclosure as filed (Rule 70.2(c)): 

nportT 306 ™" 1 Sheet C ° ntainin9 SUCh amendmen * rnust be referred to under item 1 and annexed td this 



6. Additional observations, if necessary: 



V " S«nf a n S i ate T nt ♦ nder ArtiC ' e 35(2) With regard t0 n ° Ve,ty ' inventive ste P or industrial applicability; 
citations and explanations supporting such statement «"""y, 



1. Statement 



Novelty (N) 


Yes: 


Claims 
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Claims 




Inventive step (IS) 


Yes: 


Claims 
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No: 


Claims 




Industrial applicability (IA) 
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Claims 


1,2 




No: 


Claims 





2. Citations and explanations 
see separate sheet 
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Section V: 

1.) Claim 1: 

EP-A2-0424728 discloses a method of sorting postal items according to the 
preamble of claim 1 . Furthermore, in that document, the affixed ID codes are 
transferred from the first sorting offices to the second sorting offices. The ID codes * 
are linked to routing/address information, which is obtained by OCR and 
compared to address data from a data base, to check whether the addresses 
recognized by OCR exist. 

The subject-matter of claim 1 of the present application differs from the disclosure 
of EP-A2-0424728 by the characterizing features. The advantage of transferring 
ordered lists of sort codes which are representative of the order of the mail 
items in the batches of mail items is, that if at the second sorting office, if it is 
not possible to read one (or more) of these affixed sort codes, this error can be 
recovered by replacing these unreadable sort codes by the codes which are at the 
corresponding position in the ordered list corresponding to the batch of mail 
treated. Thus, such mail items, whose sort code could not be read by the 
machine, need not be read manually. This increases the reliability and speed of 
the sorting process. 

NL-A-8501 150 discloses a method of controlling, whether all mail items sent from 
the first office arrive at the second post offices. Furthermore, it can be checked, 
which mail items could not be carried out by the carriers. No machine-readable 
sort codes are affixed to the mail items. 

Since even by combining the teachings of EP-A2-0424728 and NL-A-8501 150, 
the person skilled in the art would not arrive at the subject-matter of claim 1 of the 
present application, it is considered as involving an inventive step according to 
article 33 (3) PCT. 

2. ) Claim 2: 

Claim 2 comprises all the features of claim 1 of the present application and is 
therefore also new and inventive according to Article 33 PCT. 

3. ) Industrial applicability: 

The industrial applicability of the invention is obvious. 
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language in which the international application was filed, unless otherwise indicated under this item. 
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□ the language of a translation furnished for the purposes of the international search (under Rule 23.1 (b)). 

□ the language of publication of the international application (under Rule 48.3(b)). 

□ the language of a translation furnished for the purposes of international preliminary examination (under Rule 
55.2 and/or 55.3). 

3. With regard to any nucleotide and/or amino acid sequence disclosed in the international application, the 
international preliminary examination was carried out on the basis of the sequence listing: 

□ contained in the international application in written form. 

□ filed together with the international application in computer readable form. 

□ furnished subsequently to this Authority in written form. 

□ furnished subsequently to this Authority in computer readable form. 

□ The statement that the subsequently furnished written sequence listing does not go beyond the disclosure in 
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Section V: 

1 .) Claim 1 : 

EP-A2-0424728 discloses a method of sorting postal items according to the 
preamble of claim 1. Furthermore, in that document, the affixed ID codes are 
transferred from the first sorting offices to the second sorting offices. The ID codes 
are linked to routing/address information, which is obtained by OCR and 
compared to address data from a data base, to check whether the addresses 
recognized by OCR exist. 

The subject-matter of claim 1 of the present application differs from the disclosure 
of EP-A2-0424728 by the characterizing features. The advantage of transferring 
ordered lists of sort codes which are representative of the order of the mail 
items in the batches of mail items is, that if at the second sorting office, if it is 
not possible to read one (or more) of these affixed sort codes, this error can be 
recovered by replacing these unreadable sort codes by the codes which are at the 
corresponding position in the ordered list corresponding to the batch of mail 
treated. Thus, such mail items, whose sort code could not be read by the 
machine, need not be read manually. This increases the reliability and speed of 
the sorting process. 

NL-A-8501 150 discloses a method of controlling, whether all mail items sent from 
the first office arrive at the second post offices. Furthermore, it can be checked, 
which mail items could not be carried out by the carriers. No machine-readable 
sort codes are affixed to the mail items. 

Since even by combining the teachings of EP-A2-0424728 and NL-A-8501 150, 
the person skilled in the art would not arrive at the subject-matter of claim 1 of the 
present application, it is considered as involving an inventive step according to 
article 33 (3) PCT. 

2. ) Claim 2: 

Claim 2 comprises all the features of claim 1 of the present application and is 
therefore also new and inventive according to Article 33 PCT. 

3. ) Industrial applicability: 

The industrial applicability of the invention is obvious. 
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